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Some 25,000 doctors from state hospitals are now in their fourth week of a national strike that
has virtually paralyzed Ecuador's public health system. The doctors are demanding that the
government implement a new pay scale to increase the minimum wage for physicians while
guaranteeing periodic raises in the future. Meanwhile, the United Workers Front (Frente Unitario
de los Trabajadores, FUT) Ecuador's largest union confederation threatened to launch a prolonged
general strike in February if the government does not decree across-the-board wage hikes of
US$30 per month. Since September 1992, when President Sixto Duran Ballen decreed a broad
austerity plan to lower the fiscal deficit and reduce state intervention in the economy, strikes and
violent labor protests have continued virtually unabated (see Chronicle 12/17/92). The latest crisis
exploded on Jan. 4, when the National Medical Federation (Federacion Nacional Medica) began
a nationwide strike that has almost entirely shut down state hospitals throughout the country.
Among other things, the Federation opposes the Health Ministry's plan to cut expenses by 17
billion sucres (US$8.5 million) this year, demanding instead that the budget be increased by 20% to
purchase new equipment and medicines for state hospitals, and to finance pay hikes. In fact, some
18,000 nurses and health workers also carried out weekly 48- hour strikes throughout December
to protest the Ministry's austerity plans. The Federation's central demand is that the executive
branch comply with a new law that restructures pay scales and enforces routine promotions for
public sector physicians. The law approved by Congress last July before the Duran administration
took office would immediately increase the minimum wage for doctors to US$120 per month
(the lowest paid physicians now receive about US$100), while assuring regular pay hikes in the
future through mandatory annual promotions. The executive branch refused to incorporate the
new pay scale into the 1993 budget, since the raises would cost the state an extra US$8 million
per year. The Finance Ministry which instead offered to apply the new regulations in 1994 argued
that the law is "unconstitutional" since the legislature cannot force the executive branch to spend
money it does not have. On Jan. 12, the Court of Constitutional Rights (Tribunal de Garantias
Constitucionales, TGC) ruled that the law does not breach any constitutional clauses. But the
Finance Ministry still refuses to comply, threatening to appeal to the Supreme Court to overturn the
TGC's verdict. The TGC ruling, however, encouraged the Federation to extend the strike further.
Since the strike began, the Federation had permitted affiliates to continue treating patients already
admitted to hospitals prior to Jan. 4, and to attend to "urgent" emergency ward cases in which
a patient's life is at stake. On Jan. 18, the Federation instructed member unions to progressively
reduce emergency services by one hour per day, even in "life and death" cases. But rather than
push the government to meet union demands, the closing of emergency wards will likely prolong
the conflict, since the government now threatens to "militarize" the hospitals, invoking a "National
Security Law" that would authorize the army to force physicians back to work. Meanwhile, more
labor disputes are breaking out in the public and private sectors. On Jan. 11, FUT threatened to
launch a prolonged national strike to force the government to decree wage hikes of US$30 per
month for all workers. The government did grant a US$12.5 monthly bonus for public and private
sector employees in early January, but FUT has rejected the bonus as insufficient to offset the
social costs of government austerity and 60% inflation last year. FUT already carried out a 24-hour
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general strike in September 1992 to protest government economic policies (see Chronicle 10/01/92).
But according to FUT leaders, the upcoming strike would not end until the government met the
confederation's demands. "This time it will be an indefinite labor protest, and the government
will have to face the consequences," said Jose Chavez, head of the Confederation of Free Union
Organizations (Confederacion de Organizaciones Sindicales Libres, CEOSL) and a high level FUT
spokesperson. Protests are also growing against government plans to privatize state industries
and cut the public sector work force. On Jan. 13, some 10,000 rural workers affiliated to the Peasant
Social Security office (Seguro Social Campesino, SSC) marched through Quito to demand that
the government discard plans to privatize the Social Security Institute (Instituto Ecuatoriano de
Seguridad Social, IESS). And, on Jan. 26, the National Federation of Civil Servants (Federacion
Nacional de Servidores Publicos) which represents some 320,000 public employees nationwide
held a 24-hour strike in protest of massive civil servant layoffs planned for this year. At the end of
December, the government fired some 20,000 employees, and the Duran administration hopes to
reduce the public sector work force by about 50% over the next four years. (Sources: Agence FrancePresse, 12/31/92, 01/01/93, 01/05/93, 01/07/93, 01/09/93-01/11/93, 01/13/93-01/16/93, 01/20/93, 01/25/93;
Spanish news service EFE, 01/07/93, 01/12/93, 01/26/93)
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